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 Night Songs (Nachtliederen), String Quartet No. 3 (2005)  
 

I. Ontvouwen (Unfolding)   
II. Lente en Zomer (Spring and Summer)   
III. Stacheldraht (Barbed wire)   
IV. Het Denkende Hart (The Thinking Heart)   
V. Niet Verzonden Brieven (Unsent Letters)   
VI. Zoeklicht (Searchlight) 
(all movements played without pause) 
 

 
Commissioned by the Kronos Quartet and inspired by the life, letters and diaries of Etty Hillesum (1914-1943). 
French premiere performance by the Kronos Quartet: David Harrington and John Sherba, violins, Hank Dutt, viola, and Jeffrey Zeigler, 
cello at the Théâtre de la Ville, Paris, France, May 2006  
 
 
 
 

"...deeply moved by [Night Songs'] wild, feverish, klezmer-tinged lyricism and almost suffocating 
closeness."  – Marion Lignana Rosenberg 

 
"...driven by strong feeling and by darkly pulsing, Janáček-like melodies."   – Alex Ross, The New Yorker 

 
"...well-made and deeply sincere.”  – Bernard Holland, The New York Times 

 
"Du Bois' Night Songs, String Quartet No. 3, inspired by the life and writing of Holocaust victim Etty Hillesum, was more        

introspective and meditative than blatantly mournful. The composer had done her homework, reading Hillesum's work and 
visiting Amsterdam, Westerbrook, and Auschwitz to step as close to the Dutch Jew's wartime life experience as possible. The 

music born of this was starkly touching, conveying the complexity of individual human darkness rather than the epic turmoil of 
nations in a time of genocide." -Molly Sheridan, NewMusicBox.com 

 
 



Night Songs (Nachtliederen), String Quartet No. 3 (2005)   
Program note written by Marion Lignana Rosenberg for Carnegie Hall performance and included here by permission of 
the author.   
Du Bois wrote Night Songs (Nachtliederen) in 2005 for the Kronos Quartet; tonight marks the New York premiere of the 
piece. Commissioned for the Kronos Quartet.  "At night, as I lay in the camp on my plank bed, surrounded by women and 
girls gently snoring, dreaming aloud, quietly sobbing and tossing and turning, women and girls who often told me during 
the day, 'We don’t want to think, we don’t want to feel, otherwise we are sure to go out of our minds,' I was sometimes 
filled with an infinite tenderness, and lay awake for hours letting all the many, too many impressions of a much-too long 
day wash over me, and I prayed, 'Let me be the thinking heart of these barracks.'” —Etty Hillesum, October 1942  Eva 
Hoffman writes of Esther “Etty” Hillesum in the foreword to An Interrupted Life and Letters from Westerbork: “All the 
writings she left behind were composed in the shadow of the Holocaust, but they resist being read primarily in its dark 
light.” Hillesum (1914–1943) was a young Jewish woman who lived in Amsterdam during the Nazi occupation. The 
daughter of a classical scholar, she took a degree in law from the University of Amsterdam and also studied Slavic 
languages. She hoped to become a writer and began keeping a diary at the suggestion of Julius Spier, a psychotherapist 
and follower of Carl Jung. In her diary and letters, through the process of reflecting on her own thoughts, Hillesum came to 
an astonishingly humane, giving, and hopeful acceptance of life in the midst of unspeakable evil. A sensual, vibrantly alive 
young woman who loved sex, a good smoke, strong coffee, and the smell of jasmine, Hillesum volunteered to serve as a 
social worker at Westerbork, a detention camp in northern Holland where Jews were held before being sent to Poland for 
extermination.  
Surrounded by hatred and suffering, Hillesum remained clear-sighted but refused to give in to degradation. “The absence 
of hatred in no way implies the absence of moral indignation,” she wrote. “If there were only one decent German, then he 
should be cherished despite that whole barbaric gang, and because of that one decent German, it is wrong to pour hatred 
over an entire people.” As Nazi persecution intensified, Hillesum had the opportunity to go into hiding but chose to stay 
with her family and fellow Jews. Eventually she was imprisoned at Westerbork and sent to Auschwitz, where she was 
killed on November 30, 1943. As the train in which she was held set out for Poland, she threw a postcard out the window 
that a bystander picked up and mailed. It read, in part: “We left the camp singing.” Hillesum’s writings were first published 
in the early 1980s. One reader remarked of her dense, passionate prose, often likened to that of Rainer Maria Rilke, 
“Reading her can be like drinking water from a hose.” Though long overshadowed by the diary of Anne Frank, another 
young Jewish woman from Amsterdam, Hillesum’s work has attracted a growing readership, inspiring people of all 
faiths—and of none.  
David Harrington, Kronos Quartet’s founder and artistic director, recalls his first encounter with Etty Hillesum. “It was 1985 



or 1986. There was a drugstore near our house where my wife found this book. Basically, I could not put it down when I 
started reading it. I ended up carrying it around with me for many years on many tours. And I kept hearing the sound of 
Kronos in my mind when I read her words.” Several years later, Kronos was in Amsterdam giving the premiere of Different 
Trains by Steve Reich. “I had this sense that Etty Hillesum was right there,” Harrington says. “It was an amazing moment. 
I went back to the hotel, got a map of Amsterdam, and found out that she had lived about 100 yards from the 
Concertgebouw, where we had just played. Over the years, there has been this connection, and I have wanted her words 
and her life to be a part of our music.” Harrington brought Hillesum’s writings to the attention of Alexandra du Bois, who 
was the first musician to receive a commission through the Kronos: Under 30 Project, the Quartet’s commissioning and 
residency program for composers under 30 years of age. Now 24, du Bois has proven herself to be an accomplished 
young composer, receiving commissions from Kronos, the Beaux Arts Trio, Bang on a Can, and others. In the 
“inwardness” and “iridescence” of du Bois’ work, Harrington heard a parallel to Hillesum’s thoughts and words. Just as 
Hillesum grappled with the horrors of her own time, du Bois showed a moral sensibility in her first work for Kronos, String 
Quartet: Oculus pro oculo totum orbem terrae caecat, written during the buildup to the Iraq war. Du Bois’ relative youth, 
too, gave echoes of Hillesum, who was not yet 30 when she was killed.  
The composer dove into Hillesum’s world, reading her unabridged works three times and traveling to Amsterdam, 
Westerbork, and Auschwitz to immerse herself in the sights and sounds of Hillesum’s life. Du Bois explains the title 
Nachtliederen or Night Songs: “Night can represent the darkness of that time, of humanity, but it also represents the 
unconscious. Etty Hillesum was always uplifting—she was almost always singing a song. She had an incredible sense of 
inner light.” Du Bois says of the quotation that introduces this note, a particular favorite of hers: “It has a sound to it, a 
tenderness, an emotion, that really can only be expressed in sound.” For du Bois, ideal listeners will have a sense of Etty 
Hillesum and her writings, but she insists that her work stands on its own. “This is not a narrative work but is rather a 
response to Hillesum’s words. All music has a certain inspiration. For me, it’s a surprise each time it happens. Certain 
things strike such a deep chord that the music takes on an internal program—a program that maybe the audience 
wouldn’t hear in the same way. As the world around Etty Hillesum was shrinking, her inner world was growing and 
blossoming. That was a jumping-off point for my music.”  "Many feel that their love of mankind languishes at Westerbork 
because it receives no nourishment—meaning that people here don’t give you much occasion to love them. “The mass is 
a hideous monster; individuals are pitiful,” someone said. But I keep discovering that there is no causal connection 
between people’s behavior and the love you feel for them. Love for one’s fellow man is like an elemental glow that 
sustains you. The fellow man himself has hardly anything to do with it." —Etty Hillesum, August 1943  —Marion Lignana 
Rosenberg Quotes by Etty Hillesum excerpted from Etty Hillesum: An Uninterrupted Life and Letters from Westerbork by 
Eva Hoffman (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1996). 


